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This article reviews and explains the results of the Freshman English Placement Test 
(FEPT), administered at Asia University in April 2008 and again later in the academic year.  
 
Results of the 2008 FEPT 
This year, 1,501 students from five of the university’s faculties sat the FEPT, which is used 
to place students into Freshman English classes. The test is broadly divided into two parts; 
part-one is a listening test with 52 questions, and part-two is a reading-grammar test with 
46 questions giving the test a total of 98 points. Average scores are reported in the table 
below. 
 
Average scores 
Faculty (no. stdts.) Total/98 pts. Listening/52 pts. Reading-Grammar/46 pts. 
Business (366) 44.7 (46%) 24.0 (46%) 20.7 (45%) 
Business Hosp. (49) 42.2 (43%) 23.0 (44%) 19.2 (42%) 
Law (448) 44.2 (45%) 23.9 (46%) 20.3 (44%) 
Int’l. Relations (315) 50.3 (51%) 27.6 (53%) 22.7 (49%) 
Economics (323) 45.6 (47%) 24.9 (48%) 20.6 (45%) 
All Faculties (1501) 45.8 (47%) 24.9 (48%) 20.9 (45%) 
 
The averages show that the test overall is rather difficult for all faculties except for the 
International Relations students, and even these students find the Reading-Grammar section 
a bit challenging. Ideally, average scores should be around 50%. 
 
The next chart shows which specific sections of the test the students find most difficult. 
 
Average scores by section (reported as percent correct) 
Listening Reading-Grammar 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
47.7% 54.4% 55.9% 43.3% 35.9% 53.1% 41.8% 39.6% 38.5% 
 
Students find section one, which tests their ability to discriminate between minimal pairs, 
only somewhat difficult, but section two, which tests students’ ability to identify pictures 
 49
from a verbal description, and section three, a section that tests their ability to match the 
appropriate answer to a short question, relatively easy. Section four, which tests students’ 
ability to understand a short dialog is quite difficult and the final listening section, 
consisting of short lectures, is clearly too difficult for these students.  
 
The first section of the reading-grammar portion of the exam tests students’ ability to match 
a target word with its opposite. Although this section is fairly easy, the other sections, 
section seven, which tests students’ ability to complete a sentence with the appropriate 
word, section eight, which tests their ability to find grammar mistakes, and section nine, a 
section that tests reading comprehension, are all too difficult and need revision. (For data 
on which individual questions are difficult, see Messerklinger, 2008) 
 
Pretest-posttest results The test is administered twice in the academic year, once to place 
students into Freshman English classes and then again at the end of the course. The 
following graph compares the pretest/posttest scores from one faculty. 
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Pretest scores show a noticeable skew to the left, suggesting that on average, students did 
not score well the first time they took the test. On the other hand, scores from the second 
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sitting are normally distributed. A positive skew would suggest that the test showed 
achievement, but this is not the case, most likely because teachers do not necessarily teach 
the language included on the test, such as locating items in a picture or discriminating 
between minimal pairs, not to mention vocabulary such as the words illegal and illicit. 
 
As the graph suggests, average scores for the second sitting of the test are indeed higher, 
but there was no significant improvement as measured by this test. The chart below shows 
that while mean scores did improve, they did so only by 5 points (compared to a 4 point 
improvement for this faculty in 2007.)  
 
  Posttest Pretest 
Mean 54.81 49.73
Variance 171.03 158.94
Observations 254 254
Correlation 0.82  
Hypothesized Mean Difference 0  
df 506  
t Stat 4.46  
 
In fact, the scores, rather than being remarkably different, correlate with each other fairly 
well, further suggesting that there is not a great deal of difference between the pretest and 
posttest scores. 
 
This is not to say, however, that learning did not take place. That cannot be measured by 
this test. What it does suggest is that the test measures students fairly consistently. The test 
would have divided students into pretty much the same classes as it did when they took the 
test the first time. 
 
On the other hand, that is not to say that the test does an adequate job of placing students by 
itself. A more thorough evaluation of the test is needed to determine that.   
 
Test Evaluation 
This is the same test as used for placement of students in 2007, and therefore it is not 
surprising that the test shows the same shortcomings this year as last (see Messerklinger 
2008.) Although many of these shortcomings were known in advance of the 2008 
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administration of the exam, uncertainty over the future of the FEPT and limited resources 
discouraged revision of the test. A decision must be made whether to keep this test and 
develop it further or whether to purchase a test such as the CASEC exam or one of the 
placement tests now commonly included with textbook series. Test development requires a 
considerable investment in time and expertise and should be weighed against the cost of 
commercially developed exams. If no teacher is willing or able to develop the exam, then a 
professionally developed test should be purchased rather than use a test with known flaws 
such as the FEPT. It simply is not fair to teachers and students who must live with the 
results. 
 
Distribution of Scores The distribution of scores for the 2008 administration of the test is 
similar to that of the 2007 administration of the test, and like last year seems very 
encouraging. A relatively broad standard deviation of 11.9 was measured for the April 2007 
sitting of the test compared to a similarly broad 11.1 in 2008. Indeed, scores ranged from 5 
points to 95 points. However, while scores seem to be spread out over a broad range, this is 
largely due to the length of the test and not the test’s efficiency; a better test would require 
fewer questions and take up less time for both students and exam invigilators. Furthermore, 
an even distribution of scores is of no value unless the test can both place students reliably 
and accurately. To measure whether the test does this, two other statistics are needed: 
reliability and item discrimination. 
 
Reliability The reliability of the exam was estimated using Kuder-Richardson 20 and 21. 
The more accurate KR 20 shows that the tests reliability is an acceptable 0.84 and even the 
more conservative KR 21 is above the magic 0.8 at 0.81 (compared to the reliability of the 
2007 exam, KR-20 = 0.86 and KR 21 = 0.84.) 
 
Still, although the test’s reliability, that is its ability to give consistent results, is acceptable, 
it does not mean that this is a good test; just that it will return similar scores each time it is 
used. 
 
Item Discrimination Indeed, while an English placement test should be reliable, it must 
also sort students into classes based on their language ability as defined by the instructors 
teaching those classes. Discussions of whether the test divides students the way teachers 
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would like is beyond the scope of this paper; however, how well the test divides students 
can be determined by simple item analysis, the most useful for this test being item 
discrimination, or how well each item separates high ability students from low ability 
students. The graph below compares each item to its ability to do this. 
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Average item discrimination is a mediocre 0.25 (compared to 0.26 in 2007), and some of 
the discrimination indexes, while for a number of questions very good, point to serious 
problems with the exam. 
 
The discrimination index of several items is zero and three items even have negative 
discrimination indexes. At the least, these items should be removed from the exam and 
replaced by more suitable ones. Ideally, any item with a discrimination index below 0.2 
should be replaced, but to do this an extensive number of new items would have to be 
written and tested, which is a fulltime job in itself. The resources needed for a school to 
make this kind of commitment to test development are usually not available and rightly so 
since schools are in the business of teaching, which means developing curriculum and 
teaching materials and not tests. 
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Test Development  
Nonetheless, a tentative effort at test development was made this year. Two versions of the 
test booklet were prepared to test new items and to see what difference distracters and their 
position make since effective distracters are very important in multiple-choice tests. Good 
distracters tempt weaker students to choose them and thus help improve a test’s ability to 
discriminate between students (Hughes 1989, p. 162.) 
 
Test Booklet To determine the effectiveness of distracters, students in the Law faculty were 
given version 2.1 of the test while students in the Business faculty were given version 2.2. 
These two faculties were chosen because their average test scores were similar last year and 
because they are usually most similar in student numbers. The two test booklets differed in 
the distracters used on questions 2, 4, 6, 10 and 11 in section one. Section one was designed 
to test students’ ability to discriminate between minimal pairs; while listening to short 
sentences they must choose from a list which word they heard last. An effort was made to 
keep the context as neutral as possible, for example the sentence “turn on the light” listed as 
choices both “right” and “light” among others. 
 
The chart below compares how often each choice was made. The numbers in italics are the 
correct answers, the underlined numbers are the target distracters and the columns in light 
gray are for test booklet version 2.2. 
 
Section One Distracter Analysis (version 2.1 and version 2.2 compared) 
  
Question 2 
Question 4 Question 6 Question 10 Question 11 
A 
95 97 154 102 52 6 7 14 210 208 
B 
318 11 10 38 194 144 245 49 18 87 
C 
15 22 200 181 179 44 14 18 6 5 
D 
6 227 42 8 11 163 169 129 23 38 
E 
12 8 39 37 12 9 12 155 189 27 
Version 2.1 n=448/Version 2.2 n= 366 
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 Clearly, some distracters are more successful than others. One distracter in item 2, for 
example, shows up clearly in this chart and is only slightly less effective when it appears in 
a later position. On the other hand, a distracter in item number 4, “heart” which is used with 
the sentence “Is it still hot,” is much less popular despite its position. Apparently, few 
students who understood the question were likely to get confused with “hot” and words like 
“heart” given the context despite the observation that many students in Japan hear an /r/ in 
words like smoke (eg. smork.) In question 6, an attempt was made to test students’ ability 
to hear final /d/. Oddly, students with version 2.1 of the test were more likely to hear a final 
/t/ as in “cart” and therefore chose C, whereas students with version 2.2 of the test lost the 
/d/ and chose D, “car.” 
 
This chart also shows that, as the name of the exercise from which this test task was taken 
implies, there are really only two choices. Attractive as the idea may be, a multiple-choice 
test is not the best way to test minimal pairs after all. 
 
Different distracters were also tested in section six for questions 3, 4, 12 and 14. Similar to 
the questions in section 1, section 6 requires students to read a list of words and compare 
them with a target word. Moving distracters around or changing one or two of them does 
not seem to have much effect. For example, more students were expected to misread the 
word “strange” when presented with “weak” as the first distracter in question 55, but this 
does not seem to be the case. Students who missed this probably did not know the meaning 
of the correct answer, “regular,” but were equally tempted by other choices. 
 
Section 6 Distracter Analysis (version 2.1 and version 2.2 compared) 
 Question 55 Question 56 Question 64 Question 66 
A 138 29 90 50 39 37 108 65
B 211 174 73 63 159 120 203 165
C 62 53 228 159 187 168 90 100
D 34 109 57 94 59 35 45 34
Version 2.1 n=448/Version 2.2 n= 366 
 
Interesting is the popularity of letter B in question 64. The target word given was 
“condemn” and its opposite “praise” was listed as choice C. Students were expected to 
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confuse this with “build” whose opposite is properly “demolish” or “destroy,” although an 
argument could be made to pair “condemn” with “plan”. Many students, however, chose B, 
“express.” Why this should be is not quite clear. While the question is a bit difficult 
(difficulty = 44%) it has an acceptable discrimination index of 0.22. On the other hand, 
question 66 appears to be slightly easier (difficulty = 46%) yet it has a poor discrimination 
index of –0.02 and is actually counterproductive to the objectives of the test. This item is a 
known common error among Japanese who use “claim” to mean “complaint” in Japanese-
English; perhaps many who would have otherwise gotten this correct became confused 
when offered “complain” as a possible choice, letter A on version 2.1 and letter C on 
version 2.2, forgetting that the task was to find the word opposite in meaning. So, rather 
than testing English, it may actually be testing students’ ability to concentrate. 
 
Listening Tape In addition to different test booklets, different listening tapes were also 
prepared. For section 3, different distracters were used in questions 22, 23, 25 and 31. 
 
 Section 3 Distracter Analysis (tape version 2A and 2B) 
 Question 22 Question 23  Question 25 Question 31  
A 97 53 16 37 159 104 96 97
B 236 232 319 362 132 135 171 148
C 33 163 31 47 75 207 99 203
Tape 2A (n= 366)/Tape 2B (n=448) 
 
This section is purely a listening test; students must listen to a question and choose among 
three spoken responses. For these questions, choices A and C were simply switched around, 
the correct answer, of course, being B. 
 
As with the other sections, this chart shows that moving the distracters around did not have 
a great effect on how often the correct item was chosen. Yet, the discrimination indexes of 
these items are quite different as seen in the graph below. 
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It is tempting to say that the order of distracters in questions 22 and 23 (items 1 and 2 on 
the graph) has improved their ability to distinguish between high ability and low ability 
students, however, despite efforts to match these two groups the more reasonable 
assumption is that students in the group that heard tape 2A are all more alike in ability than 
students who heard tape 2B. This suspicion is reinforced by comparing the discrimination 
indexes of other sections of the test, for example section 6 below. 
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These results make it difficult to compare directly the effectiveness of different questions 
and might even call into question the analysis of the distracters made above. Would the 
position of the distracters have made a difference with students in the same faculty? 
Unfortunately, this question cannot be answered without further testing. 
 
New Questions Three new questions were also included on tape 2B to determine their 
effectiveness and use as possible replacement questions. As with the analysis above, the 
results are inconclusive. Although the new items, tested with the Law Faculty students, do 
discriminate well between these students, it cannot be said that the same questions will 
discriminate well between students in other faculties, for example the Faculty of Business 
students. 
 
Discrimination (Section 3 Questions 24, 27, and 29)
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Nonetheless, the graph does show that substitute question 24 (number 1 on the graph) 
performs about as well with Law Faculty students as the old question does with Business 
Faculty students. The two other substitute questions (numbers 2 and 3 on the graph) do an 
acceptable job of discriminating between Law Faculty students while the old questions 
perform sub-optimally with the Business Faculty students. Although the questions work for 
the Law Faculty students, further question moderation is needed to determine whether these 
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new questions are indeed better.  
 
In conclusion, then, while the position of distracters does not make much of a difference 
on this exam, the effectiveness of some has been confirmed and the need to improve others 
identified.  
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